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however, he had a rather reserved nature, had won the battle of life on his
own, and did not easily open his heart to another person." 3
In 1856 Handschin left St-Etienne and returned to Basel.

A Man Wants to Climb up
Moscow one Way
Barely back in Basel Handschin met Bernhard Lerch (1811-1904), a
ribbon manufacturer and Swiss entrepreneur from Moscow, who was
looking for a weaving master for his firm. This meeting was to become a
fateful tum in Handschin' s development. Bernhard Lerch offered the young
and well-qualified Handschin a position, he accepted and in 1856 traveled
to Moscow where he was to spend the next 25 years.
Models
Bernhard Lerch, a farmer's son from Brittnau in Canton Aargau,
brought Heinrich Handschin into a Swiss firm which had a short, but
dynamic history. When he was young, Lerch learned the trade of a loom
carpenter in the rural Basel area and in 1842 emigrated to St. Petersburg on
foot and by postal carriage. At that time the trip lasted about two months!
In 1849 he moved to Moscow where he became the top employee in the
Posamenter weaving firm of Jakob Morf, a manufacturer from Zurich who
had been weaving in Moscow since 1834. Besides silk ribbons Morf also
produced hose
ribbons doing it
already
on
automatic looms.
He told his relatives
in Zurich in 1850
that in Moscow it
was possible to earn
in six years enough
money to be able to
live with his family
independently in
Switzerland. And
he proved the truth
The City of the Czars
of this statement.

3

Heinrich Handschin von Rickenbach. Sein Lebenslauf, sein Begrabnis, seine Stiftung.
[Heinrich Handschin from Rickenbach. His Life, His funeral, His foundation]. Liestal 1894,
pp.22f.
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Entrepreneurs welcome!
At first sight this statement seems surprising, even dreamlike. Yet
Russia was not some kind of American dream made in Russia. When
comparing the motivations for emigrating to the United States with those
for emigrating to Russia, it is obvious that the motivations for emigrating
were usually quite different. In the time of Catherine II, Russian Czarina
from 1762-1796, Russia pursued an economic policy of attracting skilled
immigrants from all over Europe so that luxury goods for the Russian
aristocracy could be produced in Russia. Agriculture also was to be
reformed with foreign help. Incentives to immigrate were published in
various European newspapers in order to attract qualified journeymen.
These incentives offered tax reductions, at times promises of owning land,
start-up funds und release from military service which was especially
attractive for the religious group of the Anabaptists. These policies shaped
the emigration to Russia even when government incentives were no longer
necessary.
There were many different motivations for specialists to emigrate:
Russia offered a relatively undeveloped market, inexpensive labor, was
relatively undeveloped industrially and only superficially industrialized.
Entrepreneurs were able to copy inventions which had proven their worth
elsewhere and, if necessary, develop them further. Copyrights were
unknown in faraway Russia. (Only in 1864 a modem administration of
justice was introduced in Russia.) On the basis of an advantage in
knowledge it was possible to build up firms relatively fast. The costly and
time-consuming domains of research and development could be omitted for
the time being because the know ledge and the necessary machines could be
imported. Nonetheless great successes such as those of Johann Jakob Morf,
Bernhard Lerch, Heinrich Handschin and Jakob Wirz were rather rare.
The decision to emigrate to Russia was easier for many because
traveling to Russia, especially after the invention of the railroad, was much
more comfortable than traveling to the United States. Already in 1850 great
distances could be covered by railroad. Thus returning home was also more
comfortable, and emigration seemed to lose the sting of actual or presumed
finality. Even visits became possible. A trait of the emigration to Russia is
the fact that it was temporary in about 50% of all cases; that is, people
emigrated for a certain period, for example, in order to find professional
work or to advance professionally, and then returned to Switzerland.
Heinrich Handschin was a 'typical' Russia-emigrant: he was a wellqualified individual without family who had great initiative and insight into
professional opportunities and who returned after a number of years to settle
in Switzerland.
Hiring compatriots for Swiss firms was a customary method, especially
when filling top positions. Those who, like Heinrich Handschin, were able
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol45/iss2/6
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to go to Russia, found work which usually included meals and often also
lodging. Thus their existence was secured from the very beginning. Many
Swiss men and women in Moscow lived in a group or a ghetto of
compatriots speaking the same language. There was very little mixing with
Russians on the same social level.
Heinrich Handschin traveled to Russia at a time when Alexander II,
Russian Czar from 1855-1881, was introducing reforms which significantly
changed the economic system though not the political one. These reforms
favored an economic upswing. The abolition of serfdom in 1861 deserves
particular mention because it provided the free movement of workers which
was necessary for the industrialization of Russia.
In the 1850s the 40 European provinces of Russia had a population of
about 70 million of which about 27 million or 38% were serfs. In the region
of Moscow they accounted even for 55% of the population. After the
abolition of bondage the great number of available workers alone lowered
the wages. The former serfs were absolutely exchangeable in the industrial
world where they were practically without rights and where the
entrepreneurs were free of any legal obligations. The first laws protecting
working conditions were not enacted until the mid 1880s.
(In comparison: the first factory law in Switzerland was confirmed by the
Landsgemeinde of Glarus [yearly meeting of all men eligible to vote and the
government] in 1848. This was a cantonal law which regulated the work
hours for men and was a pioneering law in Europe. The first federal law for
Switzerland, however, did not come until 1877.) The situation of those
looking for work was especially difficult because most of them were neither
able to read or write nor skilled in any way. The abolition of serfdom thus
caused an actual wave of migration of such workers into the urban centers.
At the time of Heinrich Handschin Russia clearly was a low-wage country.
In the 1860s foreign specialists, primarily from France, also established
a system of banks and credit institutes without which industries would not
be able to develop. This time of change and the difficulties of setting up a
successful enterprise are clearly mirrored in the life of the young emigrant
from Rickenbach. Yet Heinrich Handschin knew how to take advantage of
the opportunities which Russia offered.

A Success Story
Bernhard Lerch had not been independent for long when he hired
Heinrich Handschin. In 1853 he had bought Johann Jakob Morf' s enterprise
because Morf himself returned to Switzerland as a wealthy man. Lerch, who
also was an entrepreneur with initiative, eventually was also successful with
a novum for the Russian market: he was the first to weave rubber ribbons
for the new fashionable shoes, short boots [called Bottinen in German and
French]. He quickly changed his production of silk ribbons, had master
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weavers and looms come from Switzerland and thus laid the basis for
making a fortune. In Basel young Heinrich Handschin had been highly
recommended to him and thus he asked him to come to Moscow.

Re-spooling machine

Jacquard loom with punchcard program

A loom from 1764
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Handschin' s new patron quickly enlarged his weaving mill and became
a big businessman. He sold his products all through the European part of the
large Russian empire as well as in Siberia, Turkey and Asia. Later Lerch.
Inc., enlarged its product offerings supplying suspenders, belts and leggings
[Wadenbinden] for the Russian army. In Lerch' s factory Handschin learned
not only varied weaving techniques for technical products, but he also was
able to observe the successful management of an enterprise. For instance,
he later took over Lerch' s principle to hire only well qualified Swiss for
managerial positions.
Finally Independent
In the first years Heinrich Handschin lived extremely modestly, spent
as little as possible and seemed to work untiringly. Because he lived so
frugally, he was able to save several hundred rubles, approximately sfr.
2,300.00, which he then invested in his own enterprise. When Lerch Inc.
moved into a new factory on the outskirts of Moscow in 1859, he sold a part
of his old building to his manager Handschin. Thus, after Morf and Lerch
the property changed into the hands of the third Swiss entrepreneur and was
still used for the production of textiles.
Long Years of Tribulations
Handschin' s qualification as master weaver, his experience as manager
in the firm of Lerch Inc., the purchase of factory buildings and financial
support from other Swiss living in Moscow would seem to be excellent
conditions for a flourishing business. Yet success was slow in coming.
Heinrich Handschin began to work with two hand looms which he had
bought cheaply on instalments. Together with a laborer he wove in shifts
day and night as often as possible in order to make the best use of his
looms. It seems that Handschin did the night shift in order to be able to
serve his clients during the day. Like Morf and Lerch he first put his hope
in silk ribbons, yet his business did not seem to take off. This was probably
due to the fact that Handschin never really learned to speak Russian;
furthermore his limited schooling also played a role because his mastery of
the usual business languages, high German and French, was very limited
which was a hindrance in business negotiations. And by weaving silk
ribbons he produced a luxury good which, at that time, was being produced
much faster on mechanical looms even in Moscow.
And finally he lacked the social skills which were necessary to be
successful as a merchant of luxury goods. Yet young Handschin was not
discouraged. It was his goal to leave poverty behind him once and for all.
He said to a friend in Moscow: "Chopard, I know what misery is, but the
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